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INTRODUCTION 


The aim of this paper is to establish an analogy between two novels of 

the 20th century: “The Catcher in the Rye” by American prose writer J. D. 
Salinger and “Primera memoria” by Spanish authoress Ana Maria Matute. 

| have entitled the paper Analogy of Structure with the intention of having a 
close critical examination of the two novels considered as definite 
structures. The term “structure” refers here not to some pattern of novelistic 
composition but to the specific organization of a literary work by which it 
becomes a distinct whole, a coherent unity of parts and elements that 
combine and relate to each other in order to create meaning. Accordingly, to 
decipher the structure of a book will mean to discover its respective mode of 
being, its own organization that makes it a unique literary work. In this 
respect | consider that the novelistic structure of both “The Catcher in the 
Rye” and “Primera memoria’ is formed of three major components: theme, 
main character, symbolical meaning. 

Let us make clear what each of the respective terms defines. 

By “theme” | understand a basic direction of the structure that crosses the 
literary work like Ariadne’s thread. 

The “main character” will be the nucleus of the structure especially in this 
case of two autobiographical novels. 

Hence, if parts and elements — images, incidents, devices of representation 
— converge to this “center” so will meanings and symbols dialectically 
spread from the main character like sunbeams. 

The term “symbolical meaning” refers to the main significance of the 
respective literary work, the shaping principle which unifies and makes the 
structure coherent and intelligible. Though any work of art can engender a 
wide range of possible symbols and meanings there will always — with every 
new interpretation- a singular shaping principle which integrates all other 
secondary symbols and meanings. This shaping principle | call “symbolical 
meaning’. 

Although the distinction between the components of a literary work may 
seem artificial since any of them cannot exist alone but integrated into the 
structure, however | have considered more appropriate for the analytical 
purpose to divide the paper in three chapters with express emphasis on 
theme (ch. I), main character (ch.II) and symbolical meaning (ch.IIl), in order 
to make more obvious the analogy between the two novels. 

Since the critical examination of the novels is ultimately concerned with the 
whole, the structure and not with isolated parts this distinction between 
theme, main character and symbolical meaning is not meant to pursue a 
rigid analysis of separate entities but only to stress one of them at a time. 
Thus, each chapter deals both with themes, main character as well as with 
meanings, the emphasis on one component being purely methodological. 


Chapter | 
FOR A SYSTEM OF THEMES IN THE TWO NOVELS 


It might seem quite easy to state the theme of Salinger’s novel, “The 
Catcher in the Rye” as well as that of Matute’s “Primera memoria’. For the 
average reader it will be no point in discussing the matter since they 
obviously appear as two novels about adolescence. Indeed, from the first 
pages of both books we meet Holden and Matia, A sixteen-year old 
American student and a Spanish girl of fourteen, who start sharing in a 
language free of inhibition some of their experiences, feelings and thoughts 
of a crucial period in life, adolescence. Of course, teenage with its inevitable 
questions, problems, and conflicts can be considered the theme of these 
novels. 

Adolescence is anytime and anywhere a stage of unusual changes, 
physical and psychological, a stage of ambiguity and confusion, deep self- 
concern, search for an identity and for an ideal as well Anytime and 
anywhere means always and everywhere the human being will pass 
through the same range of questions, problems and transformations which 
lead to the maturation of the individual. Therefore, if adolescence as a stage 
will generally be the same that isn’t the case at all with human individuals. 
Each of us, each new born is a unique biopsychological individuality. That 
means each of us will perceive the world differently, will pass through the 
same stages differently. Accordingly, the teenager Holden or Matia is not 
the universal type of teenager but a certain boy and a certain girl who 
passes through this universal stage, adolescence. 

However, they are alike. Both have a sensitive nature. Therefore, sensitivity 
can be considered another theme of these novels. One can very well read 
“the Catcher in the Rye” as a book about some life experiences of a 
sensitive boy. So it can be read "Primera memoria”: some memories of a 
sensitive young girl. 

In considering sensitivity the theme of the two novels there is one problem 
which requires attention. If we admit that Holden and Matia are teenagers, 
we shall also admit their sensitivity for it is generally known that teenage is a 
period of hyper-sensitivity. During this transition stage, deep emotional 
processes take place. The teenager perceives the world around deeper 
than before or even after this age. The teenager’s emotions are unsettled 
and he feels almost physically capital matters such as life, death, success, 
even philosophical problems like truth, knowledge, eternity as well as trifle 
matters. 

In the very case of Holden and Matia the problem is not that simple. The 
question to be answered is how can we know they have sensitive natures or 
sensitivity is a general feature of teenage? 


There are two possibilities of giving an answer to this question. One way is 
that comparing Holden and Matia with other young people around them. 
Let’s take, for instance, Holden’s roommate Stradlater or even Ackley. They 
are all teenagers, that is, the same pattern of development, similar needs 
and problems. Yet, they differ. 

Stradlater is a handsome young man and he is aware of it. He is the self- 
satisfied type who always has a date and can arrange everything for 
himself, borrow a jacket to go out, make a roommate write a composition for 
him, use his coach’s car. He seems to be the fellow who knows exactly 
what he wants from life, from people. | say “it seems” for that is the truth 
about Stradlater, he is only “surface” Holden tries to express that in his 
particular way: “He always looked all right.”(1 

And Holden goes on picturing Stradlater as “a Year Book kind of handsome 
guy”(2 In fact he means that Stradlater is the conformist type of a fellow, 
interested in obeying the rule rather than breaking it, because the rule exists 
for him as a convention and not as meaningful for something. That explains 
why he is furious against people who are not conformists like himself, for 
instance when he blames Holden for having written the composition about a 
glove: “You always do everything backasswards’”(3 

...’You don’t do one thing the way you’re supposed to”. 

But it’s not only Stradlater’s conformism that makes them differ. Stradlater 
has little interest in anything. When Holden tries to tell him about Jane 
Gallagher he hardly pays attention to him. “ Only very sexy stuff interested 
him” (4 remarks Holden. 

Stradlater never asks for details and Holden regards this as a quality only in 
comparison with Ackley, but he finds an explanation for it. 

“Mostly | guess, because he wasn’t interested” (5 

That’s the problem with Stradlater, he isn’t in quest of any truth, he cannot 
get interested in things or people or even life but in a very common way, 
never trying to go beyond, to find out meanings. How could such a boy be 
sensitive? 


Idem 


If Stradlater’s main feature is mobility, in Ackley one can find quite the 
opposite nature: an apathetic nature. Holden tries to get Ackley out of his 
usual loneliness and takes him to the movies. However, it proves useless. 
Although Ackley asks lots of questions it doesn’t mean he more interested 
than Stradlater. Ackley is just a bore. Neither does he bother to find any 
meaning in anything. After the fight between Holden and Stradlater, Holden 
goes to Ackley’s room for companionship, for consolation or just for a chat. 
But Ackley gets more concerned with Holden’s sleeping in Ely’s bed or with 
the cause of the fight rather that with Holden’s condition that wasn’t so bad 
physically as it was morally. Ackley’s indifference goes almost to dullness 
and Holden’s effort to find any comfort fails. 

There are moments when Holden realizes he is different from others and 
one of these times is when he explains his sensitivity as being “yellowness’. 
He simply confesses he cannot hurt somebody in a fight: “I’m just not good 
at it”.(6 

All the reasons he finds, namely that he hates fist fights or it scares him to 
look at the other boy’s face are convincing for what he calls “a funny kind of 
yellowness”(7 which in fact is but mere sensitivity. 


It is more difficult to compare Matia with another teenagers around her since 
she is the only girl in the gang and girls are generally known to be more 
sensitive than boys. She could be compared though with her cousin Borja, a 
naughty hypocritical boy of fifteen who strives to hide his weakness behind 
a mask of despotic authority. When Manuel asks for the boat to carry the 
dead body of his father, Borja finds himself in one of his moments of 
weakness and agrees to it. Yet he cannot help swearing and being sorry for 
it just a weak man who made a compromise. 


“Bueno, sabes? nadie debe saber esto. Ni los chicos, ni nadie. No se debe 
ayudar a esa gente. Nadie les ayuda’. (8 


Jose’s death doesn’t touch Borja the way it touches Matia, and he cannot 
admire Manuel as she does. Because Borja’s sensitivity or pity has been 
prematurely hardened by the village mentalities, by a blind hatred that is 
pestilence for the island. 


6)’The Catcher in the Rye” ch. 13 
7) idem 
8)” Primera memori”, El declive, 3 


There is also another way of analyzing Holden and Matia and this is to 
consider their past. They do not start being sensitive at sixteen or fourteen 
but they have signs of a deep sensitivity in their childhood. 

When Holden is supposed to write the composition for Stradlater he realizes 
he cannot describe a house or a room since such things have not made an 
impression upon him. And he writes about something dear to him, 
something that touched him in his boyhood, his brother’s Allie baseball mitt. 
The glove in itself may seem of little importance to somebody that doesn’t 
know it belonged to a boy who died of leukemia at eleven. Holden 
remembers many things about Allie, but especially the night when his 
brother died. Holden’s sleeping in the garage that night, his breaking the 
windows with his fist — a thirteen-year old boy’s fist — are not meaningless. 
Why this frantic drive to destroy everything, why this protest in one’s early 
teens? Holden himself wouldn’t know.” Just for the hell of it” or “it was a very 
stupid thing to do, I’ll admit, but | hardly didn’t know | was doing it, and you 
didn’t know Allie.”(9 The last part is relevant, “you didn’t know Allie” means 
Allie was his beloved brother, the nicest, the most intelligent and he had to 
die. Holden, the thirteen-year old boy, felt this loss strongly because of his 
love and, also of his sensitivity, too. As he confesses nothing had any sense 
versus death, and he couldn’t care for anything not even for getting hurt. 

”| hardly didn’t know | was doing it.” 

His childish protest was blind. “I even tried to break all the windows of the 
station wagon we had that summer, but my hand was already broken and 
everything by that time”(10 


This “everything by that time” refers to his feelings, not only his hand was 
broken but also his heart was broken. “Broken” here is meaningful, Allie’s 
death was for Holden a sudden awareness about human condition and this 
moment of truth was a breaking off with his boyhood joys, illusions, and 
innocent love. Maybe a less sensitive boy wouldn’t have been so much 
affected by his brother’s death. 

As far as Matia is concerned there is one episode which she keeps 
mentioning, namely that of being expelled from school because she had 
kicked the deputy headmistress. How can Matia’s conduct- the irregular 
conduct of a twelve year-old girl- be explained? She herself tries to find a 
reason for it: 

“Y quien no haya sido, desde los nueve a los cartorce anos, atraido y 
llevado de un lugar a otro, de unas a otras manos, como un objeto, no 
podra entender mi desamor y rebeldia de aquel tiempo.”(11 


9) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch. 5 
10) idem 
11) “Primera memoria”, El declive, 1 


But Matia’s aggression against the deputy headmistress is not the 
desperate vengence of a frustrated childhood, but something different, 
Matia’s is the obstinate defence of the only pure lovable thing of her own, 
her doll Gorog6. This toy so dear to Matia, to whom she tells her joys and 
her troubles, no matter how it looks or if it is new or old, this doll is her only 
treasure she tries to keep at any price. That’s why she protests so violently 
when the deputy headmistress is going to throw it away. 

It obviously appears that Holden and Matia have sesnitive natures and 
adolescence has deepened their sensitivity. So if one asserts that these two 
novels are about the sesnitivity of two young people the assertion is fully 
justified throughout the books. 

“The Catcher in the Rye” and “Primera memoria” can also be read as 
manifests of alienation. 

In “The Catcher in the Rye” the reader is confronted with the hero’s 
incapacity of establishing a relationship on his way home. Almost every 
chapter of the book is marked by Holden’s impossibility of communicating 
with other people. 

The image of Holden standing on top of Thomson Hill might be interpreted 
as suggesting the boy’s isolation from the rest. As Holden himself admits as 
he stands out there in a very detached attitude, he does no longer belong to 
that place: “practically the whole school except me was there”(12 

Why? Why is Holden set apart from his school fellows, why he cannot 
communicate with the people around him? He seeks communication, he 
needs it. That’s why he gets to Mr. Spencer’s place. He feels like talking to 
somebody. But Mr. Spencer is an old man and a teacher of history, he 
himself strives to cope with old age problems and with professional 
duties.And he does it with difficulty. His image is that of helplessness. 
Spencer the old man sees Holden as a youth who should take life as a 
game. Mr. Spencer, the teacher cannot see in Holden but the pupil. Where 
is Spencer the man, for him is looking Holden, at this level, the simple, 
natural, human one they cannot establish a relationship. And Holden is 
aware of it: 

“| could shoot the old bull to old Spencer and think about those ducks at the 
same time. It’s funny. You don’t need to think too hards when you talk to a 
teacher.”(13 


12) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch. 2 
13 )idem 


This need to communicate becomes even stronger when he speaks of 
those books which make him feel like calling up the author to talk with him. 
Holden’s spiritual identification with the world of the book is in fact 
communication with the author at the aesthetic level. That’s why he has a 
feeling that certain writers do understand him in their turn and he just 
considers them as real friends whom he may call up and have a chat with. 
The idea of isolation is even more obvious in “Primera memoria”. The world 
of the book is that of a Spanish village on an island, island that suggests 
symbolicaly isolation, a society in miniatue that has been severed by war 
from the rest of the world. Its isolation is not merely geographical but human 
as well. Every inhabitant is a monadic universe, a world without windows to 
look out to another world. The grandmother with her bamboo cane, oldage 
selfishness and her despotic indifference, aunt Emilia with her eternal 
expectation,her drinking and cigarettes, her letters, her secrets of a woman, 
el Chino with his terrible mysterious deeds, Borja with his childish 
wickedness, his inherited hypocrisy, Jorge de Son Major with his 
adventurous almost legendary life story. And Manuel’s different world of 
honesty, human dignity, sacrifice. Even Matia is a monad that wanted to 
open its windows to another world but realized the impossibility and almost 
futility of it. For what view might she get of such worlds? Surely, an ugly 
repulsive one. Yet, like Holden, Matia longs for communication. As Holden 
will do on his way home, trying to find someone with whom to shre his 
thoughts and problems, so does Matia seeking a human being who might 
understand her no matter if she knows that person or not. 

“Y yo por qué, si ni siquiera le conocia, ,realmente, no le conocia?- sentia 
aquel afan a decirle a Manuel cosas y cosas que jamas habia oido Borja, ni 
Juan Antonio.”(14 

Matia becomes aware that to know somebody means a lot more. What 
good if Holden knows Ackley so well and Matia knows Borja? They are 
mere passangers on the same coach. 

What is then the meaning og Holden’s and Matia’s impossibility of 
comunication that separates even isolates them from the rest? Are they 
alienated in their societies? In New York Holden tries to cope with a 
complex environment. His inability to communicate at the level of human 
relationships is not to be understood as mental clinical alienation. Because 
it is not him who withdraws from others, it is the world that refuses 
communication, a society of isolated individuals, who are striving to keep 
their identities strictly for themselves, the cab drivers, Faith Cavendish, 
Sunny, Carl Luce, and even Sally Hays, themselves alienated. 


14) “Primera memoria”, La escuela del sol, 4 


10 


One can blame Holden for nervous fragility. Indeed, he is too much “hurt” by 
the people around. But who is to blame? Holden, for trying to communicate, 
to find his own way, his identity, to understand the world he lives in? Or, the 
world he doesn’t accept for it refuses to satisfy his needs, in fact, generic 
human needs, a society that made up an artificial reality and false artificial 
identities for its individuals, not merely conventional but mostly dangerous. 
And it is dangerous for its menace is directed to the loss of human nature, 
human dignity and liberty as well. 

Here is is Holden’s environment: the advertisements of a thousand 
magazines telling about the same perfect school that molds “ splendid clear 
thinking” citizens, the movies with their chimerical reality inoculating 
violence and aggression, the magazines with huge amounts of contradictory 
information, people who play the piano for money and clapping, people who 
carry luggage for a tip despite their age, people who trade in human beings, 
people who live through movies and shows with illusory wishes of meeting 
film stars at every corner, people who call Hollywood a marvelous place no 
matter if they were there or not. 

Thus it isn’t Holden who cannot grasp reality. He has understood better than 
others the anomalies of this consummer’s society. The exaggerated 
attachment to objects that form a distinct reality and lead people to the 
identification with it, the rapidity of social changes, the instability of interests 
and tastes. All point to the so called one-dimensional man.(15 This is 
exactly what Holden objects to when talking to Sally: 

“Take cars,”..” Take most people, they are crazy about cars. They worry if 
they get a little scratch on them, and they’re always talking about how many 
miles they can get to a gallon, and if they get a brand-new car already they 
start thinking of trading it for one that’s even newer. | don’t even like old 
cars. | mean they don’t even interest me, I’d rather have a goddam horse. A 
horse is at least human, for God’s sake.”(16 

And he has also understood the falsety and danger of advertisements and 
magazines and movies. 

“They can ruin you.”(17 

When Holden imagines himself having an automatic gun and shooting 
Maurice dead, he, in fact, points to those who transfer the reality of movies 
in their own lives, people affected by the false conscience mass media 
imbue them with like the three girls at the Lavander Room expecting to see 
actors and singers everywhere. 


15) H. Marcuse- “One- Dimensional Man” 
16) “The Catcher in the Rye”, ch. 17 
17) idem. ch. 14 
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And it is not only the ideological form of alienation, but moral alienation as 
well. The deteriorated morality of Sunnies and maurices and of the perverts 
at the hotel, and all those who write dirty words on walls. Why then blame 
Holden for “neurotic deterioration’(18 if he feels but pity for such people who 
have lost human dignity?! 

One may find quite appropiate A. heisermann’s and J. E. Miller’s assertion: 
It is not Holden who should be examined for a sickness of the mind, but the 
world in which he sojourned and found himself an alien.”(19 

The rub with Holden is that the more he tries to avoid alienation the more 
alienated he gets. Because alienation is everywhere he goes, yet he cannot 
realize he’s got no place to hide from it. 

Let’s now get back from a major American city of the mid 20" century to the 
Spain of the civil war, namely on the island where Matia, like Holden in New 
York finds herself an alien. An alien, yes, but is she a clinical case. Antonia 
keeps saying that the girl is sick. What is the name for her sikness? 

One may point to Matia’s inadaptable nature. Of course something could be 
said about her shadowy background and her being expelled from Nuestra 
Senora de Los Angeles. If we agree to Piaget’s approach (20, humans as 
actually all beings, are born with a tendency for adaptation to the 
environment. Even if this basic tendency involves processes which may 
differ from individual to individual, from stage to stage or within the same 
individual or stage, however it cannot be denied as such at all levels. 

That who blames Matia of maladjustment ignores at least two things. First, 
she is dealing with a new environment. At this level, adaptation as an 
interaction between person and environment involves mostly a process of 
assimilation. She incorporates or assimilates the features of the external 
reality into her own psychological structures. Second, Matia the fourteen- 
year old girl finds herself at the frontier of a new stage in life. She still has 
the child’s egocentric thought, cannot view things objectively but related to 
herself only. She is gradually finding out that there is not only one way of 
viewing things and people do not necessarily share her opinions. Thus 
social interaction leads to conflict even if this mostly internalized. 
Consequently, adaptation- that consists of two complementary processes , 
assimilation and accomodation- has been split in Matia. Assimilation seems 
to operate in her indipendently from accomodation. Yet, the process of 
accomodation, that is the transformation of the psychological structures in 
response to the environment, has not been completely eliminated but only 
delayed by the factor transition. Transition to a new environment and 
transition to anew stage. 


18) Carl F. Stranch in “J.D. Salinger’ by French Warren 

19) “J.D. Salinger” by French Warren 

20) “Piaget’s theory of intellectual development” by H. Ginsburg and Sylvia 
Opper. 
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Accordingly, what is to be called maladjustment is in fact the legitimate 
response to a certain environment and to certain age problems. 

Let’s now consider the respective environment she has to deal with. Matia 
comes on the island for a new home, without in fact having had a home, 
that is parental care, warmth, understanding. She keeps fragmented 
records of a childhood deprived exactly of the most important thing, her 
mother’s protection and love. Who will provide her with them in her 
grandmother’s house? Dona Praxedes is not the type of an affectionate 
granny. Otherwise she is well meaning. Aunt Emilia, herself an apathetic 
nature, cannot be of any support even for her own son. Only Antonia, the 
old housemaid, is ocasionally concerned with the girl and remarks that 
somebody should take care of her. And Matia asks herself lucidly. 

“ éQuiénes, pensé, eran los misteriosos personajes que deberian 
cuidarme? No se debia referir a la abuela, con seguridad.”(21 

What kind of a home can she find in the old house, between her 
grandmother’s authority and the disgusting presence of aunt Emilia? Her 
mother’s sister considers proper to lure the girl with cigarettes and liquor, 
and laments Matia in her absence of not having yet any suitor. 

There is a rotten atmosphere of decay, failure, and lack of any moral ideal, 
a strong feeling of individualism, contempt and withdrawal that is to be 
found not only in the family but also in the village and everywhere on the 
island. Here, the village of a rigid conservatism in the illusory patriarchal 
peace of the island, and somewhere in the mist the horrors and irrrationality 
of the Civil War. 

There is almost a perfect symmetry between past and present within the 
universe of the book, between old prejudices and persecutions and the 
present blind hatred and mad violence, between the ruins of the old village 
where Jews were burned in the square and the present village terrorized by 
Taronji brothers in their black car, spying, chasing, martyrising, between the 
war of Spain a present of hostility and disaster, and the war of the boys 
gangs in the Jewish old square as a revival of a past of wild cruelty, 
between the island itself a remnant of the past, and malene’s family, 
another island, a present of endurance. 

“una isla con su casa, SU Pozo, la verdura con que alimentarse y las flores 
moradas, amarillas, negras, donde zumbaban los mosquitos y las abejas y 
la luz parecia de miel.”(22 

Obviously certain elements like hatred, isolation, war would sufficient to 
suggest an environment not only alienated but alienting as well. In “primera 
memoria” alienation is not only emphasized at the social or individual level, 
there is a strong reference to cosmic elements a symboloical yet fascinating 
participation of sun, sea, wind, earth, plants in the creation of a universe 
completely saturated with alienation. 


21) “Prmera memoria”, El declive, 5 
22) “Primera memoria”, El declive, 2 
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The war that gives the sensation of fear and uncertainty is present in the 
image of the sea: 

“..el mar se habria alucinante...imenso y vivo, temblando en un gran 
vértigo verde, con zonas y manchas mas espesas.. Como si fuera una 
amenaza redonda, azul, mezclandose al viento y al cielo, donde se perdian 
universos resplandecientes, 0 ecos errantes repletos de un gran miedo.”(23 
And the hatred that lies in Borja, Lauro el Chino, Taronji brothers, Son 
Major surpasses the individual level and becomes collective, it was the 
hatred of the whole village against the Jewish families: 

“El odio, recuerdo bien, alimentaba como una gran raiz el vivir del 
pueblo.”(24 

And it is lso hatred as an independent force that hangs above the island in 
the image of the sun: 

“...fuego humedo y lento.. Y el sol, alli, afuera, acechando algo como un 
leon.”(25 

Unlike Holden who desperately tries to find someone or some place 
uncontaminated with alienation, Matia is aware that everything on the island 
has been polluted, both human nature and physical nature. And she 
laments the absence of any positive force either internal or external which 
could redeem them from hatred, malice, and perdition. 

“No hay ni un rio en la isla! Ni un rio, ni un rio.”(26 

Yet deep in her conscience she cannot accept there isn't anything good or 
pure that could eash away the evils of the island: 

“Si que habra rios, rios por debajo de la tierra, hasta el mar.”(27 

On the island, just like Holden in New York, Matia feels pity for those who 
have lost dignity and made a compomise out of their lives: aunt Emilia, 
Lauro el Chino, Antonia. Why doesn’t she pity Manuel or his harassed 
mother? That’s because she respects Malene for her endurance and 
admires Manuel almost to envy for his love and sacrifice. And who may pity 
a person who despite all miseries in life still keeps the only true thing of 
worth, human dignity?! 

Thus we can also understand Holden’s depression, not as much as a 
clinical symptom but related to people’s loss of dignity: Mr. Spencer in the 
presence of the headmaster, the bellboy at the hotel, the young prostitute 
girl Sunny, Ernie, the piano player. Each of them has lost human dignity. 


23)’Primera memoria” La escuela del sol, 2 
24)’Primera memoria”, El declive, 2 

25) “Primera memoria”, La escuela del sol, 1 
26) idem 

27) ibd 
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As the problem of alienation requires special attention — the following 
chapters will provide further details- so far it is necessary to make clear one 
point: the nature of this alienation. As | have stated before, in Holden and 
Matia the impossibility of communication does not refer to mental individual 
alienation but there are social forms of alienation which operate on them. 
Holden’s isolation as well as Matia’s become alienation in the confrontation 
with a “sick” society.(28 That is their alienation has not internal causes but it 
is an external reality which invades and contaminates them with alienation. 
To sum up, “The Catcher in the Rye” and “Primera memoria” are dealing 
with three major problems, adolescence, sesitivity and alienation, which can 
be considered the themes of both books. There is one question to be 
answered, what are the relations of the respective themes within the 
novels? My position is that they are not independent but interrelated, 
namely one theme cannot be interpreted alone without the information of 
the others. Moreover, the three themes are organized into a system. Thus if 
one takes for instance the problem of adolescence and attempts to interpret 
it isolated from the other two, the method will be if not fallacious at least 
mechanical. Because if one ignores the problem of sensitivity and alienation 
that will lead to the generalization of the experiences of two young people. 
So Holden and Matia will become the universal type of teenager instead of 
a certain boy and a certain girl in certain societies experiencing 
adolescence. 

Hence, we can state that the system of themes corresponds to a system of 
three factors: transition, individuality, and environment. Only one of this 
factors is invariable, transition. The factor transition corresponds to 
adolescence, that is the same patttern of development, the same needs, 
problems, questions, and changes in all individuals. Individuality, that is the 
biopsychical factor, raises here the problem of sensitivity. Holden and Matia 
as individuals are marked by a certain sensitivity. The very fact of ignoring 
their sensitive natures is ignoring their individuality. The biopsichical factor 
can vary. As it already been pointed out, adolescence can generally be 
associated with sensitivity but not necessarily linked to it. In spite of being 
teenagers Borja, Ackley or Stradlater are not sensitive. So if Holden and 
Matia happen to be sensitive that doesn’t mean that all teenagers are. 

The third factor is the environment, the social factor. The theme of 
alienation is thus related to the respective environment. Both books deal 
with an alienated society. That means that Holden’s and Matia’s response 
to their society as teenagers and also as sensitive natures will be affected 
by their specific environmental data. And again, needs to be sais that the 
factor environment is also variable. Holden and Matia belong to certain 
societies and these societies are alienated. It doesn’ mean that all societies 
are or all teenagers find themselves aliens in their environment. 


28) Erich Fromm, “The Sane Society” 
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As the three themes or factors are to be interpreted in a composite system, 
the main element that organizes the others will be the invariable one, 
adolescence or the transition factor. Together with the burst of age 
problems, questions, needs, changes the individual’s sensitivity is not only 
revealed but also deepened, and the gradual process of alienation is 
brought about. 

Conclusively, the analogy between “The Catcher in the Rye” and “Primera 
memoria” is not simple analogy of disjoint themes but an analogy of a 
thematic system. 
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Chapter II 


TEENAGE AS A STAGE OF TRANSITION FROM CHILDHOOD TO 
MATURITY 


In “The Catcher in the Rye” there are certain scenes that have more than 
one meaning. One of them is when Holden stands up on top of Thomson 
Hill. The top of a hill is generally a higher place from where one can have a 
panoramic vista at the world beneath. Being placed in the first pages of the 
book, the scene is meant to introduce the reader into a universe, namely 
into Holden’s. Every glimpse into this new world which reveals aspects of 
New York life, people, places, is not that of typical postcards, TV repoeters 
or magazines, but that of a sixteen-year old sensitive American student. 
Accordingly, Holden standing up on top of that hill may suggest the 
awakening of a conscience, the act o birth of a point of view. 

A similar symbolic scene can be found in “Primera memoria’. In the fifth part 
of the first chapter Matia is confronted with her own image in the mirror: 

“El enorme lavabo, con su gran espejo inclinado, donde me retrataba en 
declive, como en un raro sueno, mirandome yo misma de arriba 
abajo...,con un gran deseo de atravesar su superficie, que parecia 
gelatinosa.”(29 

The analogy that Matia establishes between herself and Alice from Lewis 
Carroll’s book “Through the Looking Glass” is not casual, for the mirror is: 
“como la puerta de un complicado mundo.”(30 

As Alice does in the world of the Looking Glass so Matia will try to find out a 
meaning through: 

“nubes de vapor que empenaban el espejo y le daban un aire aun mas 
irreal y misterioso.”(31 

But the same as Alice discovers an upside-down world so is Matia faced 
with the distorted reflection of an alenated world. 

Both hill and mirror are associated with seeing - seeing for understanding- 
that is knowledge. 

The two scenes in the novels might be very well considered as clues to the 
main character’s stage. It is adolescence, this transition from childhood to 
maturity, which opens windows, sheds ligh on matters like life, success, 
love, goal, death. Yet the perspective is neither wide nor clear for the hill is 
not a mountain and the image in the mirror is blurred and steamy. That’s 
because the very stage is one of ambiguity. 


29) “Primera memoria” El declive,5 
30) ibd 
31) ibd 


The adolescent grasps the world both as a child and as an adult. Holden 
himslef points to it when he confesses: 

“| was sixteen then, and I’m seventeen now, and some time | act like I’m 
about thirteen. It’s really ironical, because I’m six foot two and a half and | 
have grey hair... And yet | still act sometimes like | was only about twelve. 
Everybody says that, especially my father. It’s partly true, too, but it isn’t all 
true..Sometimes | act a lot older than | am- | really do- but people never 
notice it.”(32 

Holden and Matia are not children anymore, yet they haven’t matured 
completely. We may call this a split personality. Indeed their personality is 
split between child and adult. 

Matia still belongs to childhood by her innocent love for her toys and fairy 
tales and everything related to her infancy: 

“..los bosques y el rio, y un nudo en la garganta. Y Andersen, y Alicia en el 
espejo, y Gulliver...Y un capitan de quince anos, y aquellos rios enanos, 
trazados con un palo en el barro. Los rios que creaba para los gnomos, en 
la tierrra mojada de la acequia.Y aquellas flores amarillas, con forma de sol, 
que ponia en las cerraduras de las puertas, y los gritos de los cuervos, que 
repetia el eco, de la cuevas.”(33 

If her love is pure, her hatred is childish. The grandmother's concern for 
Matia’s possible beauty is the cause of terrible humiliation fo r the girl. And 
Matia the child wants to punish the old woman by a terrible penalty too: 

“En aquellos momentos la odiaba, no podia evitarlo. Deseaba que se 
muriese ali mismo, de repente y patas arriba, como los pajaros. Con el 
bastoncillo de bambu me reseguia la espalda y me golpeaba las rodillas y 
los hombros.”(34 

The “treasure” Matia and Borja secretly kept in the old boat, their talks and 
childish boasting, their regulary petty thefts, from theit grandmother’s money 
box, their sneaking away from Lauro’s boring Latin lessons point to the age 
of innocence which is childhood. 

If in “Primera memoria” Matia confesses that she is not only childish but still 
a child, Holden doesn’t seem wilingly to admit it. When he proposes Sally to 
elope the girl tells the truth about them: 

“In the first place we’re both practically children.”(35 

However it’s not only Holden’s age that he blames all the time: 

“I’m a goddam minor.”(36 

but there are also his felings and interests and acting that give him away. 
Anytime he has to leace a deat place or a dear person he cannot help 
crying like a child. 


32) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch. 2 

33)’Primera memoria”, La escuela del sol, 5 
34) “Primera memoria’, La escuela del sol, 3 
35) 
36) 


“The Catcher in the Rye” ch. 17 
“The Catcher in the Rye, ch.10 
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Also adults are often weeping but they can tell the reason. Mostlt children 
cry for nothing or if they have a reason they can hardly tell it. When Holden 
leaves Pencey Pero he confesses: 

“When | was all set to go, when | had my bags and all, | stood for a while 
next to the stairs and took a last look down at the goddam corridor. | was 
sort of crying. | don’t know why.”(37 

He also starts crying when leaving home and Phoebe, and when he is 
getting drunk at the Wicker Bar at Seton Hotel: 

“| was crying and all. | don’t know why, but | was..”(38 

Despite his age and his sizeHolden has not only childish feelings, but also 
innocent childlike interests.He is for instance very concerned about the 
ducks in New York Central Park, thinks a lot about them while he is talking 
to his teacher, asks the cab drivers about them, anf finally goes to the lake 
to find out what has happened to them. Surely a mature person wouldn’t 
have cared so much about those ducks. 

Maybe ther is not only childhood’s curiosity in Holden. It is the typical 
adolescent desire for the verification of every hypothesis of his own, the 
need for the confirmation of his suppositions. Between the numberless 
questions of childhood and the experience of maturity, the teenager stands 
as a bridge of hope and potentialities, a human bidge between possibility 
and reality. 

And Holden is again a child or at least acts like one when he is supposed to 
enter the house without giving himself away. His whole acting reminds on 
Huck Finn’s disguise in Petesbourg. 

In fact, Holden takes false names all the time, on the train, at the bar, with 
the prostitute girl Sunny. 

Although he wouldn’t admit it, Holden is aware he is not yet a man, and he 
is afraid that people might notice it even on the phone: 

“| made my voice quite deep so that she wouldn’t suspect my age or 
anything.”(39 

Holden’s hatred is also childlike. Maybe hatred is not the proper word for it 
because he acts as if he’d be sorry that people cannot be different, the way 
he liked to, the way they should.Holden tries to explain this to Mr. Antolini: 
“| don’t hate too many guys, what | may do, | may hate them for a little 
while, like the guy Stradlater | know at Pencey, and this other boy, Robert 
Ackley. | hated them once in a while, admit it, but it doesn’t last too long, is 
what | mean.After a while, if | didn’t seen them, if they didn’t come in the 
room, or if | didn’t see them in the dining room for a couple of meals, | sort 
of missed them | mean | sort of missed them.”(40 
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The Catcher in the Rye, ch.9 
The Catcher in the Rye,ch. 24 


Ww Ws a 


And Holden as well as in Matia there is not only the transition factor, 
adolescence that makes them again and again return to childhood 
emotional patterns, but it is also sensitivity. Their sensitives natures 
determine a whole range of childish reactions. Thus one can understand 
Matia’s hatred, as the childish weapon of a sensitive girl seeking affection. 
So is Holden sentimentally expressing himself in tears when he leaves 
school or Phoebe. And also his concern with the ducks or his childlike 
hatred are significantly emphasizing his impressionable nature, his capacity 
to care for people and things around him. 

During this period of transition the teenager experiences feelings and 
attitues of an adult, as well, especially the feeling of freedom and maturity, 
and the excitement to showw them off. Matia’s escapades on the island, at 
Son Major’s, at Naranjal, her secret smoking and drinking are a few 
examples of her desire to act like a grown-up, maybe like her aunt Emilia, 
or just like an emancipated woman. Holden is also anxious to enjoy 
emancipation, to play the adult. On his way home he roams about New York 
hotels and bars, orders drinks, buys drinks for the three girls at the 
Lavender Room. 

However, there are circumstances when Holden and Matia are really acting 
or feeling like adults.Along with the growing process the adolescent 
abandons at moments the egocentrism of the child, and is able to judge 
objectively people or situations. When Matia pities Lauro she is also 
ashamed of her compassion because she is aware of her not being a little 
girl anymore: 

“Y aun tiempo me avergonzaba de aquel primer sentimiento de adulto y me 
daba miedo y pena de mi misma, de mis palabras y de mi piedad.”(41 

In “The Catcher in the Rye” Holden is several times supposed to act as a 
mature person, and he does so although he is not aware of it. It is when he 
taks to the little girl in the park and ties up the skete for her, or when he 
guides the two kid brothers through the Museum of Natural History and tells 
them about the mummies. Yet the most relevant scene for this oscillation 
between child and grown-up, is at the end of the novel when he wants to 
leave. Because Holden is the nonconformist boy a drop out who intends to 
run away West, and at the same time he is supposed to scold Phoebe for 
her intention to leave school and home, and join him. Holden himself is the 
child who ought to act like a parent, to be a role model for a kid, to think 
twice before doing or saying something. And Holden — the boy makes room 
for Holden- the man. He gives up his immature plans. But until this climatic 
moment, Holden vacillated quite often between being childish and mature. 
Since at this age maturity is not a definite feature, but a symptom, Holden’s 
main characteristic is immaturity. 


41)’Primera memoria” Las hogueras, 2 
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His immaturity, as the mark of adolescence, is caused by his lack of 

experience. It is the typical teenager’s incapacity to consider properly the 

relation between possibility and reality, to care for the practical, to reason 

rather to feel enthusiastically. In “The Catcher in the Rye” there are about 

three characters who refer to Holden’s immaturity, and nearly regard him as 

a child.One of them is Sally Hayes, the girl whom he intends to elope. 

Unlike Holden, Sally can estimate objectively a situation, she is primarily 

concerned with one’s material security, she is able to tell life from romance: 

“In the first place we’re both practically children. And did you ever stop to 

think what you’d do if you didn’t get a job when your money ran out? We’d 

starve to death. The whole thing’s so fantastic..(42 

When Holden meets Carl Luce at the Wicker Bar, he asks Luce lots of 

questions, childish and foolish ones, ends up making carl Luce say: 

“When are you going to grow up?...Your mind is immature.”(43 

The remark comes from Mr. Antolini, his good advicer who tries to help 

Holden with his adolescent confusions. 

“The mark of the immarure is that he wants to die nobly for a cause, while 

the mark of the mature is that he wants to live humbly for one.”(44 

The teenager’s immaturity is not only explainedby the lack of experience, 

but also by the unsettled sex. 

In “primera memoria” Matia refers to this when she wonders: 

“2Qué clase de monstruo soy ahora?” ...”?Qué clase de monstruo que ya 

no tengo mi nifez y no soy, de ninguna manera, una mujer?”(45 

The adolescent Matia passes through a natural period of change and 

vacillation between wanting and fearing womanhood. Perhaps is mostly 

fearing than wanting to be a woman. Matia’s disgust with and rejection of a 

woman status quo can be explained by the impression womanhood makes 

upon her. Let’s take for instance aunt Emilia, the placid desolate woman, 

impudent in her fatty non attractive aspect, withered and resignated in her 

mid thirties, waiting hopelessly for her husband’s return.Aunt Emilia’s 

worthless existence, her consolation with smiking and drinking makes Matia 

fear a possible similar life for herself, a loathing womanhood, the kind her 

aunt inspires to her. Matia rejects womanhood not only because she fears a 

stupid futile living, but also for what she qualifies as trivial in the relation 

between man and woman: 

“No, acaso eso sea otra mentira.” (46 

42) “The Catcher in the Rye”, ch.17 

43) idem, ch. 19 

44) ibd, ch. 24 

45) “Primera memoria” La escuela del sol, 5 
6) 


46) “Primera memoria “, La escuela el sol, 3 
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Matia intends to to stay away from these “dirty things” as she calls them, 
wants to prolong her innocence versus sexual life, and she is pleased with 
her not being a woman yet: 

“No soy una mujer. Oh, no, no soy una mujer’, y senti como si un peso se 
me quitara de encima, pero me temblaban las rodillas.”(47 

She regards womanhood as a danger which might destroy her innocence 
because to her womanhood means sex and this is associated with shame. 
In fact she doesn’t experience only fear versus sex problems, she has a 
mixed feeling of fear, uncounscious desire, and shame:.: 

“Y algo que no era exactamente miedo me recorrio la espalda. Algo como 
una extrana vergdenza, acordandome de las cosas que Borja y Juan 
Antonio contaban de los hobres y de las mujeres.”(48 

Matia rejects womanhood, yet she wants it. This is not a desire openly 
expressed, but a conclusion drawn from her frequent analogy between life 
and tales: 

“La joven Sirena queria que la amasen, pero nunca la amo nadie. jPobre 
sirena! ¢Para eso tuvo que parecer a los humanos? Pero no era una 
mujer.” (49 

Yet deep in her subconscious, Matia longs for love’ love which she relates 
to her future womanhood: 

“(Acaso, solo deseaba que alguien me amara alguna vez. No lo recuerdo 
bien.) “(50 

Although she is not aware of it, Matia is changing into a woman.The strange 
feelings which she experiences when Juan Antonio caresses her knee or 
when Son Major puts his arm on her shoulder, her shame and aversion 
versus adults love affairs, her secret need of affection are as many signs of 
her not being an innocent child anymore. And if Matia has not 
psychologically transformed into a woman, she gradually becomes aware of 
her status and the awareness of sex becomes even clearer in her mind. 
The relation between the physiological and psychological levels is quite 
reversed in Holden’s case. Because Holden is physically mature, yet his 
emotions have not reached the same level of maturity. This means that 
physiological transformation do not automatically entail a corresponding 
awareness of sex. That makes sense sinse the teenager Holden frequently 
returns to the emotional patterns of childhood. If he doesn’t feel ashamed of 
sex, he uncounsciously fears the loss of virginity: 

“| worry about that stuff sometimes.” (51 


47) “Primera memoria”, La escuela del sol, 3 
48) “Primera memoria’, La escuela del sol, 3 
49)”Primera memoria’, El declive, 5 
50) 
51) 


“Primera memoria”, El declive, 5 
“The Catcher in the Rye’, ch. 13 


22 


When he is supposed to have his first sexual contact with Sunny, Holden 
invents excuses and avoids it almost desperately. If one asks for a reason 
the answer will be there are more than one reason for Holden hesitation. 
First of all we need to know what sex means to Holden. As to Matia, sex 
presents a dillema to the adolescent Holden. His ardent curiosity for sex 
problems as it results from his talk with Carl Luce is purely theoretical. 
Because, as Holden himself admits, male drives are strange to him. 

“Sex is something | really don’t understand too hot.”(52 

The very few opportunities he boasts with were not missed for what Holden 
claims to have been an incident or some intruder but mostly for the boy’s 
concern about the girl condition: 

“The trouble is, | get to feeling sorry for them.”(53 

One can easily recognize in Holden’s words the motivation of a sensitive 
adolescent. Holden is primarely interested in establishing a human relation 
and not exclusively a sexual one. And he attempts this even when he is with 
a prostitute girl. Holden does not treat Sunny as an object but as a human 
being. He wants to talk with her, to know her, maybe to share his problems. 
And if Sunny’s dress makes him sad, this can be explained by the fact that 
Holden is touched by the girl’s condition. The fact that Holden cannot 
separate sex from love stands for the teenager’s sensitivity and immaturity. 
“| Know it’s Supposed to be physical and spiritual, and artistic and all. But 
what | mean is, you don’t do it with everybody-every girl you neck with and 
all, and make it to come out that way. Can you?”(54 

All the fears, unsettled emotions, mixed feelings which Holden and Matia 
have are relevant for their either physical or mental immaturity. 

The adolescent’s dual nature-this oscillation between being very childish 
and quite grown-up-the corresponding indeterminate status often lead to 
confusion. Because the teenager is suddenly confrontated with too many 
different stimuli, external and internal ones. Almost everything tangles in the 
teenager’s mind. The child is one day awakening in a different world, with a 
different body, and lots of questions and problems to be answered which 
bewilder and dishearten him. 

In “Primera memoria” Matia is aware of her ambiguity, her indefinite status. 
“Y los mismos Ninos Perdidos, todos demasiado crecidos,de pronto,para 
jugar, demasiado nifhos,de pronto, para entrar en la vida, en el mundo que 
no queriamos-éno queriamos? conocer.”(55 
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Despite her lucidity she is confused versus the adult world, versus what this 
might reveal her. 

Since this transition to maturity to adulthood involves knowledge, as | have 
already asserted, it is the mirror that can be regarded as a symbol of this 
process the teenager Matia gradually undergoes. When she is supposed to 
take her bath in the depressing bathroom in her grandmother’s house, 
Matia is fascinated by the old mirror; she first sees the reflected image of a 
girl from tales- Alice from “Through the Looking Glass’”-only after she 
discovers her own image with fearful eyes. 

The fact that in Matia fantasy predates reality, her frequent references to 
Andersen’s tales, and to her toys, demonstrate that she is still dependent on 
childhood. The world of childhood is one of play, make believe, toys, fairy 
tales, a world dominated by illusion, dream, possibility, while adulhood is 
quite the opposite, grim reality, life. Hence, to Matia they are not clearly 
distinct worlds because she cannot ignore her toys, tales, and childish 
illusions, neither is she able to manage in the adult world because she lacks 
experience. Since she cannot decode the adult world by childhood patterns 
she finds herself helpless and confused. In “Primera memoria” she refers 
openly to her confused feelings and thoughts: 

“Habia tanta confusion en mi, estaban tan torpes mis ideas, que senti un 
gran pesar.”(56 

However, it is not exclusively the transition factor that accounts for Matia’s 
confusion, but the social factor as well. The moral alienation around her, 
adults lack of ny ideal, the medieval status quo of the Spanish woman, the 
obsolete system of values, make the adolescent girl doubt her own ideas, 
mistrusting her feeligs. So it is in Matia the typical adolescent confusion 
brought by the transition from the simple world of childhood to the complex 
adult world. And there is also the bewilderment and perplexity of the child 
faced suddenly with the unknown, the unexplainable, the emptiness of a 
strange word, war. 

The Spanish Civil War breaks out during her summer vacation. To Matia the 
adult world becomes stranger than before, old established rules break 
overnight, rituals are disregarded, people must plea allegiance to one of the 
two colors, red or white. Everything that happens around her together with 
the horrors and cruelties she is told about make Matia even more confused. 
However, an important step in the process of knowing, she is involved in, is 
marked by a significant moment in her life, when she is faced with a human 
body. At first, she regards death as something fantastic, cannot tell life from 
tale, the real from the unreal: 

“Tan irreal parecia todo aquella tarde.”(57 


56) “Primera memoria” La escuela del sol, 4 
57) “Primera memoria” El declive, 3 
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When Matia comes across the dead body of José Tanronji, she is 
bewildered and takes reality for a dream, a lie, a nighmare: 

“Parecia mentira, parecia algo raro, de pesadilla’... “Era todo como un 
sueno, como un gran embuste al estilo de Lauro el Chino.”(58 
Overwhelming feelings and thoughts assault her and the sensitive girl feels 
almost physically and implicitly the terrible threat of war. To her it is not the 
social order that has be broken but the natural order as well. Matia’s 
sensations of fear and uncertainty are unconsciously associated with the 
image of the sea, the sea as a symbol of death, of permanent 
danger.Nevertheless, it is not only the sea as a cosmic element that 
frightens the girl, but also the strange flowers, the stones in the square like 
white bones of human skeletons, nd especially, the obsessive image of the 
sun. If sun is generally symbolic for warmth, light, love, to Matia sun 
suggests dazzling blind hatred, its heat the conflagration of war: 

“El odio estallaba en medio del silencio, como el sol, como un ojo 
congestionado y sangriento a través de la bruma.”(59 

The fog might be symbolical of Matia’s confusion. As she confesses she 
met the sun on the island only. Why so late, and why on the island? 
Probably because she associates the sun with the war, and the Civil War 
breaks out during her stay on the island.So to the sensitive girl the 
prodigious force of life engendered by the sun turns into the cosmical force 
of death proliferated by war. 

“El sol lucia fuera como un rojo trueno de silencio, mucho mas fuerte que 
cualquier estampido.”(60 

The social chaos felt as natural disorder explains Matia’s confusion, her 
inability to separate the real from the unreal. Her mistrust of reality, her 
substitution of tale for life are fully justified by an inversion of the two levels, 
the real and the unreal. This substitution is related to the different 
circumstances of the “war” between the two gangs of boys. The boys “war” 
is but an imagined conflict because is primarily play- play as part of the 
unreal level of fantasy. Its pattern reproduces a real conflict and takes place 
symbolically in the same old square where Jews were burnt at the stake. 
When Borja reads to Matia from a book he discovers in the attic, about the 
tortures and horrors of old times, the girl is disconcerted. Because the only 
books she knows are those of tales, representing the world of imagination, 
illusion, the unreal level. This time the book about the Jews presents real 
facts, the truth about human cruelty. Since this book stands for the real leve, 
the “war” of the boys is but play despite it takes place at the level of reality. 
This reveral of levels makes Matia perceive the reality distorted. Her doubt 
and questioning of the world she thought she knew engages her into an 
epistemic process of separation of the two levels into true and false as 
major dimensions of two different worlds, childhood and adulthood. 

58) “Primera memoria’, El declive, 3 

59) “Primera memoria”, El declive, 2 

60) “Primera memoria’, El declive, 5 
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Thus, she comes to understand that all is not tale, but also life: 

“...me decia si acaso era verdad lo que nos contaban.Pero, en la vida, me 
parecia a mi, habia algo demasiado real. Yo sabia- porque siempre me lo 
estaba repetiendo- que el mundo era algo malo y grande. Y me asustaba 
pensar que aun podia ser mas aterrador de lo que se imaginaba.”(61 
When little Fermitin dies, Matia is perfectly aware that death is not a dream 
or a lie, but grim reality, truth. Yet, she cannot accept it: 

“ Deseaba ardientemente que no muriera nadie en el mundo, que todo lo de 
la muerte fuera otra de las tantas patranas que contaban los hobres a los 
muchachos.”(62 

Accordingly, the world of tales is to Matia a false one, of lies, dreams, 
illusions: 

“Nos lo dicen a los niNos para enganarnos.”(63 

While reality is the true world: 

“Un sueno distinto, crudo y real, con un significado revelador.”(64 
Therefore Matia can now tell the difference between tale and life, childhood 
and maturity as different worlds. Yet, she has not yet acquired full 
psychological maturity. She has made the first important step, she has only 
learned an alphabet, the code of adult world, but still cannot read it fluently. 
Actually from this moment starts for Matia the real process of knowing. 
From now on she will be involved in decoding the world of the adults. 

Matia still cannot give up her old question. She keep asks herself what war 
is: 

“La guerra — me dije- ,4qué cosa sera, verdaderamente, la guerra?”(65 
Because everybody speaks about the war, the radio, the newspapers, the 
villagers, dona Praxedes, Antonia, Lauro, Borja. This war that is somewhere 
in the mist like a hidden truth. And Matia is aware that she can have only a 
shadowy imagy of the war when she speaks of the blazing sun shadowed 
by the clouds. The crimes of Taronji brothers, and all the injustices and 
hatred on the island, are but shadows of the mad violence and cruelty of the 
actual war, the Spanish, Civil war, which is to Matia an inaccessible truth, 
maybe like Plato’s world of ideas.Because on the island there isn’t open 
strife, but only pale reflections of the real hostilities.As Matia puts it, on the 
island there isn’t war but peace: 

“Nos aburiamos y nos exasperabamos a partes iguales, en medio de la 
calma, aceitosa, de la hipécrita paz de la isla.”(66 
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Thus there isn’t plain opposition between the war on the peninsula and the 
peace of the island. Yet, Matia’s awareness of the falseness of this peace, 
of what she calls “revenge on the sly”, enables her to grasp a subtler 
opposition, between essence and appearance. She instantly realizes that 
the world around her is a unity of opposites. |t is war that made people and 
things show the other side, a different one. War has torn away people’s 
mask of hypocrisy. There aren’t fixed criteria anymore, and there isn’t one 
faith, and who was good yestarday, is bad today, what was right is now 
wrong. The anarchy of values makes even more difficult Matia’s act of 
moral valuation. 
As she advances in exploring the adult world, Matia learns that in life people 
are neither entirely good not entirely bad since they are not characters in 
fairy tales. Matia fails in her attempt to separate people into good and evil 
since she is still confused in telling essence from appearance. Because on 
the island almost everybody has a secret, Lauro el Chino, Borja, aunt 
Emilia, Son Major. Each of them is a mystery to Matia. 
Lauro is an ex-seminarist who teaches Matia and Borja about God, yet Es 
Mariné, Borja, and the others call him an atheist. 
Malene and her family are avoided by the villagers for being Jews.Nobody 
speaks to them, nobody hels them with the picking of the olives. After 
Taronji brothers kill her husband, José, the women catch Malene and crop 
her long beautiful red hair, and someone throws a dead dog in their well. 
Yet it is Malene and her children they call bad people. 
And Matia doesn't know what to believe anymore as she also cannot say 
what kind of man is her uncle Alvaro. Because Matia cannot tell whether 
uncle Alvaro is a good man for he fights for the king or he is a bad man for 
he fights against her father.As she also isn’t able to distinguish between 
defenders and offenders since what to the priest is victory to Lauro is 
defeat: 
“Mossén Mayol abrio el periddico y senald los titulares. Se acababa de 
conquistar otra ciudad. Lauro el Chino se ruboriz6o: 

- Ha caido..ha caido..-dijo.” (67 
Uncle Alvaro is to Matia the image in the photo with decorations and a scar. 
The girl likes to believe that the bundle of scourges on the wall, also 
belongs to her uncle. But then, why does Borja use to threaten the others 
with his father if he keeps saying his real father is Son Major? Son Major is 
again a mystery to Matia. He is the adventurer, the idol of the boys as well 
as of the women on the island. Son Major in a mystery for she cannot tell for 
sure who’s father is he, Manuel's or Borja’s? When Manuel tells her that 
Jorge de Son Major has once been in love with his mother, Malene, and 
that he is Jorge’s son, Matia wants to stop him: 


67) “Primera memoria’, El declive, 4 
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“No, no me descubres mas cosas, no me digas oscuras cosas de hombres 
y mujeres, porque no quiero saber nada del mundo que no entiendo. 
Déjame, déjame, que aun no lo entiendo.”(68 

Matia’s refusal to know life, the world of the adults is obviously legitimated 
by the awareness of her loss of innocence: 

“Era horrible dejar de ser ignorante, abandonar a Kay y Gerda.”(69 

If it isn’t wish, it is necessity to understand the world she will inevitably 
enter. Everything that happens around her, people, facts, buried stories, 
rumors, gossip, make Matia even more confused and she wants to punish 
Borja for his lying about Jorge being his father, and tells him the truth, 
namely that Manuel is Son Major’s real son. After her cousin shows her 
aunt Emilia’s letters, the letters of a secret love between her and Son Major, 
Matia slips into her aunt’s room to search for uncle Alvaro’s photos. 
Because the girl likes to believe that Jorge is Manuel’s father, for she trusts 
Manuel and admires him for being so devoted to his family, such a good 
friend to her, so kind and honest: 

“Pero, 4era él bueno, realmente? ¢Era yo mala? Eran malos Borja o el 
Chino? jQué confusi6n!”(70 

If Manuel tells the truth and aunt Emilia’s letters also reveal a love affair 
between her and Jorge de Son Major, then Son Major is not only Manuel’s 
father but also Borja’s, and the two boys are brothers. This possibility Matia 
never alludes to, but the novel vaguely implies it. We can recognize here 
the motif of Abel and Cain, one of Matute’s most frequent themes. 

There is a strong opposition between Borja and Manuel, Borja being the 
wicked hypocritical nature, another Cain, who wants to harm, to revenge, 
while Manuel’s exemplary conduct, his affection and kindness make hima 
martyr as the biblical Abel. Because Borja tells the priest all sort of lies 
about Manuel, and plots that Malene’s son be sent to a reform school. 
Borja’s wicked intentions, his threats and calumny, make Matianawake 
suddenly as from a sleep or a nightmare, leave behind her confused 
feelings, grasp the meaning of life without any regret she might loose her 
innocence. So the sensitive girl hurt in her pure affection for Manuel, 
shocked by the perfidious wickedness of her cousin, suddenly gets aware of 
the bitter reality of the world: 

“De un tiron se rasg6 la sutil neblina, el velo, que aun me mantenia 
apartada del mundo. De un brutal tir6n aparecié todo aquello que me 
resistia a conocer.”(71 


68)’Primera memoria”, La escuela del sol, 5 
69)”Primera memoria”, Las hogueras, 2 
70)”Primera memoria”, La escuela del sol, 5 
71) “Primera memoria”, El gallo blanco,3 
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In “The Catcher in the Rye”, Holden Caulfield leaves the preparatory school 
earlier than he is supposed to, tries to free himself from its system, to 
discovers the world by himself, to know life and people, and to acquire self- 
knowledge. Of course, his intentions are never expressed openly in the 
book. However from the first lines of the novel, the idea of his need to 
communicate is strongly emphasized. Holden feels the need to share, to 
talk to a human who may help him. Yes, help him get rid of his confusions, 
dilemmas, fears, complexes of his age. He needs someone who may guide 
him, give him a chance, care for him, show him the way, his way if possible. 
Main thing that can be said about Holden is he is a sensitive teen anda 
keen observer of the world around him.School life will be the first stage of 
his observation. The conclusions he comes to are expressed in his 
confession: 

“One of the biggest reasons | left Elkton Hills was because | was 
surrounded by phonies.”(72 

In fact, Holden has started earlier his search for a true school, a true 
headmaster, true teachers and fellow students, because Whooton College 
had been before Elkton Hills. Pencey Prep is in turn another disappointment 
to Holden. Yet, it is a new step in his process of knowing. He grasps the 
incongruity between real fact and publicity. Holden realizes that Pencey 
Prep is not that perfect school: 

“They advertise in about thousand magazines.”(73 

However, Holden analytical faculty as the major feature of a sensitive teen 
leads him to often exaggerations, to easy generalizations: 

“Pencey was full of crooks.. The more expensive a school is, the more 
crooks it has.”(74 

To Holden, Pencey is not any better than Whooton College or Elkton Hills, 
and in his opinion that any other school: 

“They don’t do any damn more molding at Pencey, than they do at any 
other school.”(75 

Since he cannot find any school fellow to shom he could shsre his thoughts 
and problems, Holden decides to leave school. Because Holden is in quest 
of the truth of life, and of the world he lives in. He needs to communicate 
with somebody, to confront, compare, analyze his opinion, feelings, and 
thoughts. He needs to share his problems and experiences as he wants to 
understand them, wants to learn how to do it. Holden’s needto communicate 
is in fact the need for knowledge. 


72) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch.2 
73) “The Catcher in the Rye”, ch 1 
74) idem. 
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Holden's visit to Mr. Spencer’s place is again hope, but hope which will turn 
into frustration. Because Mr. Spencer is a helpless oldman who cannot be 
any comfort to Holden. The teacher’s utmost concern lies in his duty that 
with the passage of years became a burden, the same as Spencer’s oldage 
which makes him so strange to Holden. Thus it isn’t Holden who needs help 
and understanding, but Mr. Spencer, the old teacher of history, whom 
Holden tries to know and understand. 

“| used to think about old Spencer quite a lot, and if you thought about him 
too much, you wandered what the heck he was still living for. | mean he was 
all stooped over, and he had very terrible posture, and in class, whenever 
he dropped a piece of chalk at the blackboard, some guy in the first row 
always had to get up and picj it up and hand it to him.”(76 

A possible reason for Holden’s concern about Mr. Spencer may be that the 
old teacher is to him object of interest, the same as Mr. Haas, the 
headmaster from Elkton Hills, the school felllows Stradlater and Ackley. 
Since we have stated that school life is a field of observation for the 
teenager Holden, there is no doubt that this is an attempt to getting to know 
the people around him by analysing them. 

Holden’s need and attempt to know and understand are manifest for the 
need and attempts to communicate. Yet, he fails in his attempt to talk to Mr. 
Spencer. While he tells his teacher about the English paper and the exam, 
he notices that the old man doesn’t pay attention to him : 

“He wasn’t even listening. He hardly listened to you when you said 
something.”(77 

When, in his turn, Mr. Spencer asks Holden about school, the boy cannot 
help thinking about the ducks in Central Park or about Mr. Haas. The 
reason why Holden cannot communicate with Mr. Spencer is as he 
remarks: 

“He wouldn’t have understood it anyway. It wasn’t up his alley at all.”(78 
Therefore, Mr. Spencer cannot be of any help to Holden as they fail to 
communicate. Although, the teacher states that he is interested to know 
what the boys thinks, he isn’t able to make Holden have a clean breast of it. 
All we can learn from their talk is that Holden is confused about his future, 
about his role in life. That may be a reason for leaving Pencey, to find out 
an answer to this question and to many others, to find solutions to his 
complicated problems. 


76) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch.2 
77) idem 
78) ibd 
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The same os Matia tries to decode the world of the adults so will Holden do 
in New York, observing, questioning, analysing his social environment. So, 
Holden’s journey to New York is, in fact, a quest for truth, an anxious 
teenager’s legitimate wish to explore the world. Holden’s fragmented 
analysis of New York life is part of his process of learning started in school. 
It might appear quite shocking that almost everything seems “phony” to 
Holden. He labels social life as “phoniness” not accidentally, because what 
Holden will discover on his way home is not the truth he was after but sheer 
falsehood. 

In this process of knowing, Holden is both an epistemic subject and an 
axiological agent. Like any process of knowing, Holden’s also implies a 
valuation act. Since Holden is not any teenager or the teenager but Holden 
Caulfield from the mid 20" century New York, the act of valuation will refer 
to the attitude of a sensitive sixteen-year old American student versus a 
hierarchical system of values, actually the value system of the American 
industrial society. 

Therefore what Holden identifies as falsehood is, in fact, the actual truth 
about American life. Thus the analytical gift of a sensitive teenager reveals 
to us the incongruity between illusion and truth, publicity and reality, words 
and facts, appearance and essence. Ads, movies, shows, magazines 
appear to Holden as false since they distort reality. Ads appologetically 
present the same perfect school which Holden cannot find anywhere he 
goes, the movies and shows delude people by alienating them from real 
social problems, the magazines desinform rather than inform their readers. 
All this points to the ideological alienation proliferated by the mass media. 
It is interesting to follow Holden’s remarks scattered throughout the book: 
“People always think something’s all true.”(79 

“People never notice anything.”(80 

“People never believe you.”(81 

“People always clap for the wrong things.”(82 

“People are always ruining things for you.”(83 

“People never give your message to anybody.”(84 

“People never think anything is anything really.”(85 

Despite Holden’s adolescent subjectivism, the first and the last statements 
are especially meaningful. Although their logic constrats there is some 
sense beyond words. Because they significantly point to the frequent shifts 
and contradictions in the public opinion, which are the destructive effects of 
the false conscience people acquire through mass media. 


79) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch.2 

80) idem 
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The falsehood to which Holden refers all the time is nothing but the 
emptiness of American value system, the depreciation of the moral values 
brought about by an alienating ideology. 

When Holden speaks of his brother D.B. he apparently mentions his job 
Holden disagrees to. 

“Now he’s out in Hollywood, D.B., being a prostitute. If there is one thing | 
hate, it’s the movies. Don’t even mention them to me.”(86 

Talking with Sunny in his hotel room,Holden is once more convinced of the 
negative impact of movies on people. The young prostitute girl spending all 
day in a cinema suggests to him the overwhelming force of movies on 
people’s mind. 

The questionable morality of queer people in Edmont Hotel added to the 
talks on sex from Whooton College make Holden have the alienated image 
of sex and moral life. Holden’s Student Adviser from Whooton College used 
to frighten the boys with terrible stories about “flits” in his speeches about 
sex, in his bedroom at night. 

When Holden meets Carl Luce at the Wicker Bar of Seton Hotel in New 
York, it isn’t Holden who’s obsessed with sex as it might appear from their 
talk. In his disperate need to communicate with someone, Holden starts the 
old conversation about sexual life just for the sake of conversation. Since 
Carl Luce favorite topic is sex, how could be Holden taken for a sex 
maniac? The fact that Holden objects to the immoral life Carl Luce 
confesses about stands once again for the teenager’s mental health and 
healthy morality as well. Thus it isn’t Holden who needs to be 
psychoanalysed as Luce advises him but the Student Adviser himself. 

The contact with these few people morally alienated gets Holden completely 
confused. His incapacity to consider properly people morality anymore is 
expressed by his mistrust of Mr. Antolini’s reactions or intentions. 

“But what did worry me was the part about how I'd woke up and found him 
patting me on the head and all. | mean | wondered if just maybe | was 
wrong about thinking he was making a flitty pass at me. | wondered if 
maybe he just like to pat guys on their head when they’re asleep. | mean 
how can you tell about that stuff for sure. You can’t “(87 

Mr Antolini’s patting disconcerts Holden and he resolves running away all 
scared and helpless. 

There isn’t only only moral alienation Holden objects to on his trip in New 
York, but artistic alienation as well. Holden’s critical attitude versus New 
York artistic life proves him a keen observer of the American society of his 
time. 


86)”The Catcher in the Rye” ch 1 
87) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch 25 


32 


Actors make the object of Holden’s frequent reflections. To him movie 
actors as well as theater actors, even if they are good, are alike, “phonies”. 
Holden tries several times to explain how he feels about them, yet he 
seems to fail in suggesting any cleat idea: 

“They didn’t act like people and they didn’t act like actors. It’s hard to 
explain. They acted more like they Knew they were celebrities and all. | 
mean they were good, but they were too good...If you do something too 
good, ...you start showing off.”(88 

The falseness, conventionality, snobbery he notices in actors might be 
refered as kitsch. The Christmas show at Radio City with actors as angels 
carrying crucifixes and singing a religious hymn as well as movies, plays, 
players, singers are also kitsch, in part due to the massification of art. And 
there is not only the kitsch of the supply but also that of the demand, people 
who ask for kitsch, need it, pay for it, like the three girls at the Lavender 
Room who came from Seattle to see, and listen to, and clap for a kitschy 
show at Radio City Music Hall, or the lady who cried during the picture but 
didn’t pay any attention to her her son who needed her. 

The fact that Holden recognizes in kitsch a serious danger(although he 
never refers to kitsch) can easily be derived from his own statement: 

“I'll have to read that play...| always have to read that stuff by myself. If an 
actor acts it out, | hardly listen. | Keep worrying about whether he’s going to 
do something phony every minute.”(89 

However, there are not only aesthetic values altered by kitsch, but social 
patterns as well. Holden refers all the time to “phony guys’, “phony smile”, 
“phony conversation”. Students, teachers, headmasters, even ministers, 
people at cinema halls, at bars, hotels, cabdrivers, are nothing but the 
multiplication of one specimen, perhaps the perfect image of the happy well 
to do American, actually the kitsch-man. About the kitsch-man, Holden tries 
to warn Sally as of a danger that is unavoidable but can run away from. 
“We’d have to go downstairs in elevators with suitcases and stuff. We’d 
have to phone up everybody and tell”em good-by and send’em postcards 
from hotels and all. And I’d be working in some office, making a lot of 
dough, and riding to work in cabs and Madison Avenue buses, and reading 
newspapers, and playing bridge all the time, and going to the movies and 
seeing a lot of stupid shorts and coming attractions and newsreels.”(90 

It is quite easy to infer conformism, mundaneness, bigotry of the middle- 
class American. 


88)”The Catcher in the Rye”, ch.17 
89) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch 16 
90) “The Catcher of the Rye” ch.17 
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In New York there is almost a flood of kitsch-people whom Holden 
easily recognizes by their kitsch-language. Because nearly everything is 
standardized: tastes, conduct, work, talk, living, thinking, ideals.Speaking of 
ideals, what confuses Holden mostly is the fact that whenever he goes there 
is no sign of any ideal. That explain his disconcert when his sister Phoebe 
asks about his own goal in life. As Holden remarks even lawyers have lost 
their superior ideal and turned into Kitsch-lawyers, who behave just as they 
are supposed to: 

“Lawyers are all right, | guess-but it doesn’t appeal to me” | said. “| mean 
they’re all right if they go around saving innocent guys’ lives all the time, and 
like that, but you don’t do that kind of stuff if you’re a lawyer.All you do is 
make a lot of dough and play golf and play bridge and buy cars and drink 
Martinis and look like a hot-shot. And besides. Even if you did go around 
saving guys’ lives, and all, how would you know if you did it because you 
really wanted to save guys’ lives, or because you did it because what you 
really wanted to do was be a terrific lawyer, with everybody slapping you on 
the back and congratulating you in court when the godamn trial was over, 
the reportars and everybody, the way it is in the dirty movies? How would 
you know you weren't being a phony? The trouble is, you wouldn’t. “ (91 


The lack of a higher ideal in Holden’s social environment as a maajor failure 
of the American industrial society can be regarded as the real cause for his 
depression and confusion.Because it is the ideal alone which could bring 
light in the chaos of adolescence, in this turmoil of changes. The teenager 
needs an ideal to give meaning to his life and the certainty that his life is not 
useless, to give him confidence, and to keep him out of alienation in a 
changing world as the modern one. 

In “Primera memoria” we can also find the same confusion versus people’s 
lack of an ideal. Despite the process of knowing which she undergoes 
throughout the novel, Matia still cannot find a role for herself in the world of 
the adults.Like Holden in “The Catcher in the Rye” so does Matia fear a 
meaningless life: 

“Me dije, que cuando creciera, haria como tia Emilia, que fumaba 
lentamente, sentada en la cama, hasta las doce del mediodia, mirando las 
fotografias y los titulares de los periddicos.”(92 


91)”The Catcher in the Rye”- ch. 17 


92)’Primera memoria’-El declive, 5 
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Perhaps the only pure innocent relation Holden and Matia can establish in 
the alienated societies they belong to is that of a sincere friendship. The 
simple feeling that Holden has for Jane Gallagher can also be discovered in 
Matia’s affection for Manuel. The most significant episode of both novels is 
that in which Holden and Matia hold hands with their friend. Friendship is 
the noblest and most important feeling of a human being. The pure 
friendship between two children, this is sublime. Matia and Manuel, two 
simple souls of children, are sharing the most innocent feelings in the 
symbolical gesture of holding hands: 

“Teniamos la costumbre de cogernos de la mano, y de ese modo 
permaneciamos mucho rato, sin hablar. El ponia la piedrecilla azul, brunida 
de tanto acariciarla, entre las dos manos, y asi la manteniamos los dos, 
apretada en nuestra palma.Era como compartir un secreto. Nadie hubiera 
entendudo esto mas que él.”(93 

If Manuel is to Matia the true friend to whom she tells her joys and fears so 
is Jane to Holden. Jane Gallagher, the neighbors daughter, whose name 
reminds him of the true wonderful moments of his childhood. Holden and 
Jane also used to hold hands, and to the boy this waas a very special thing 
to do, with an intimate significance, maybe the proof of the serenity of their 
hearts. 

“I held hand with her all the time, for instance. That doesn’t sound like 
much, | realize, but she was terrific to hold hands with.Most girls if you hold 
hands with them, their goddam hand dies on you, or else they think they 
have to keep moving their hand all the time as if they were afraid they’d 
bore you or something. Jane was different. We’d get into a goddam movie 
or something, and right away we’d start holding hands and we wouldn’t quit 
till the movie was over. And without changing the position or making aa big 
deal out of it. All you knew was, you were happy. You really were.”(94 


All the moments of their friendship are of a deep significance both for 
Holden and for Matia.Once again the confirmation od their being sensitive. 
Because if they feel strangers in their societies , it is friendship which can 
stand alone for hope and salvation. Yet, the most human relationship is 
menaced of being spoiled by a corrupted society which despises true 
honest feelings. 


93)”Primera memoria” — El gallo blanco, 2 


94)”The Catcher in the Rye” - ch.11 
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In “The Catcher in the Rye” is obsessed with the idea thaat Stradlater might 
have been abused of Jane, and Matia in “Primera memoria’ is suspected of 
sexual relations both with Manuel and with Son Major. 

To summerize, the purpose of this chapter was to pursue a minute analysis 
of images, incidents, acting, feelings which could help re-create Holden and 
Matia as adolescents and also as sesnitive youth exposed to alienation. 
The stress was laid upon the impact of adolescence, sensitivity, and 
alienation on the process of knowing which Holden and Matia underwent. 
Although both the biopsychical factor, sensitivity, and the social factor, 
alienation bring about confusion and make even more difficult the process 
of knowing, | have considered the transition factor, adolescence of a greater 
importance in the main characters growth.Because it is adolescence, this 
stage of transition from childhood to maturity, which can stand alone for 
confusion. The first pages of this chapter follow closely the impact of 
ambiguity and immaturity, either psychological-Holden, or physiological, 
Matia, on the perception of the world in the two adolescents. 

Therefore, the impact of the three factors will be an inquiring, critical, yet 
confused attitude versus people, life, society.At this level the analogy 
between the two main characters becomes obvious. 
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Chapter III 
REBELLION AGAINST TRANSFORMATION 


When | have stated that the main feature of teenage is ambiguity, | have 
also admitted that the very ambiguity is brought about by the amazing range 
of changes in the teenager. The adolescent’s nature itself is in revolution. 
The turmoil is not only biological but psychological as well. This is 
explainable as it will lead to a new quality, the mature person. 

Within the transition stage adolescence turmoil does often reach a climatic 
moment which can take the form of rebellion. In the teenager’s rebellion the 
major conflict, between possibility and reality, is externalized and the typical 
adolescent protest is against authority: family, school, society. 

If we consider the specific cases of Holden and Matia, the matter in 
question will be that of rebellion and implicitly of its nature. Are they rebels? 
What do they protest against? In my opinion both “Primera memoria” and 
“the Catcher in the Rye” deal with the problem of rebellion in adolescence. 
Holden and Matia are rebels and the nature of this rebellion must be related 
to the respective phase of their protest. 

The first of the two phases of their rebellion is what one may call, rebellion 
against authority. To rebel against authority is the teenager’s common and 
frequent response to conflictual situations. In “The Catcher in the Rye” the 
first phase of rebellion corresponds to Holden’s flight from Pencey Prep, 
flight from school as a protest against a compulsory activity. The same 
protest against school system can also be found in “Primera memoria”. After 
the incident with the deputy headmistress, Matia is expelled from school. 
One thing must be stressed in connection with this phase of rebellion. In 
Holden and Matia the protest against authority does not take any violent 
form. Because Matia’s conduct is not meant to offend but to defend. It is not 
the girl’s act which must be regarded as aggression. On the contrary, it is 
the deputy headmistress’s gesture of throwing away Matia’s doll that which 
is hostile. Within the rigid discipline of a catholic school a toy could 
represent the only link with the carefree age of childhood. Matia rebels for 
she considers herself deprived of her innocence. Holden rebels for he 
considers himself deprived of knowledge. Matia wants to keep her toy 
because she wants to keep the illusions of infant age. Holden flees from 
school because he wants to get away from an illusory reality. Holden is in 
quest of the truth while Matia avoids the truth. 

If the first phase of rebellion precedes the process of knowing, the second 
phase of Holden’s and Matia’s rebellion will be but the consequence of their 
act of cognition. 
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The impact of knowledge is lucidity. In the act of cognition they become 
aware of their social environment and also of the fact that they inevitably 
grow up. The first step in their psychological maturation will be the denial of 
reality, the rejection, of their own transformation. | have called this second 
phase, rebellion against transformation. The assertion might appear rather 
odd since any rebellion is for a change and not against it. What sort of 
transformation do Holden and Matia rebel against? Their protest is directed 
towards their biological and psychological transformation. 

But do Holden and Matia transform? There is indeed growth in them. It is 
age and it is also life which operate changes on them. And they are aware 
of it. 

It is primarily biological evolution. In “The Catcher in the Rye” Mr. Antolini 
remarks: 

“My God, he’s grown another twenty inches.”(95 


The same remark can be found in “Primera memoria’: 
“...la abuela observ6 que habiamos crecido demasiado aquel verano.”(96 


In the Museum of Natural History, Holden becomes aware of the fact that 
human life cannot be preserved the way objects can at a certain time: 
“certain things they should stay the way they are. You ought to be able to 
stick them in one of those big glass cases and just leave them alone. | know 
that’s impossible, but it’s too bad anyway.”(97 


In “Primera memoria” Maatia complains about her inevitable transformation. 
She wants to stop the process of knowing started after having left school. 
This rapid awareness and perception of the world, actually her 
psychological maturation, is symbolically imagined as a rush to the well of 
life: 

“Como si aquella carrera desenfrenada hacia el pozo de la vida, que 
emprendi desde mi expulsién de Nuestra Senora de los Angeles se viera 
acechada por insectos, y ratas, y lagartijas, y humedas lombrices, y 
rosados gusanos: y deseara gritar y decir: “Oh, no, no, detenedme, por 
favor. Detenedme, yo no sabia hacia donde corria, no quiero conocer nada 
mas.”(98 


95 
96 
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“Primera memoria’”- El gallo blanco, 2 
“The Catcher in the Rye” — ch.16 
“Primera memoria” — Las hogueras, 2 
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Holden and Matia protest against their growing up. They refuse maturation 
because they refuse the world around them. The second phase of their 
rebellion finds its expression in an existential crisis. The awareness of their 
developing into adults and their inevitable integration in the social 
environment which they object to act upon them as a major threat. Thus, 
anxiety — as the dominant feeling of any existential crisis- takes the form of 
fear. When Holden Caulfield talks to sally about eloping together he points 
to his fear versus New York life: 

“Did you ever get scared that everything is going to be lousy unless you did 
something...”(99 


So is Matia confessing in “Primera memoria’: 

“Recuerdo que entré en una zona extrana, como de agua movediza: como 
si el miedo me ganara dia a dia. No era el terror infantil que padeci hasta 
entonces.”(100 


Since their social environment — an alienated society- represents to them an 
invading threat the consequences will be a situation of anxiety (101 or what 
| have called an existential crisis. But is this anxiety normal or abnormal? In 
my opinion, Holden and Matia are not clinical cases. They experience a 
normal situation of anxiety brought about by the adolescent transition, the 
alienated environment, and their sensitive natures. 

If their sensitivity is that which makes them grasp deeply certain problems 
and situations one can easily infer that their sensitivity is abnormal. In the 
first and second chapters of the present paper | have tried to emphasize the 
impact of the adolescent transition upon Holden and Matia, and their normal 
responses throughout the two novels. 

Accordingly, the situation of anxiety in Holden and Matia is a normal one 
since it is existential. The existential anxiety has extragenetic causes, 
human behavior in Holden, war, hatred and human behavior in Matia. Thus, 
their anxiety isn’t the result of intrapsychic conflict but is brought about by 
certain social conditions which threaten the integration of the individual. In 
response to this situation of anxiety, Holden and Matia will try to evade 
reality mostly through wish and fantasy. 

If in the first phase of rebellion Holden was in quest of the truth, now he is in 
search of a hiding place to escape from the truth he discovered. Through 
his fantasy Holden attempts to bring the environment back under control, to 
make it intelligible and satisfactory. The fantasy of the adult is usually kept 
secret from others, the individual being ashamed of his fantastic projection. 
Holden’s immaturity and ambiguity of teenage make him act like a child, he 
voices his wish. Holden proposes Sally Hayes to elope together and live in 
a cabin out in the woods: 


101) Lépez Ibor, Juan José ‘-“Las neurosis como enfermedades del animo” 
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“| have about a hundred and eighty bucks in the bank. | can take it out when 
it opens in the morning...We’ll stay in these cabin camps and stuff like that 
till the dough runs out. Then when the dough runs out, | could get a job 
somewhere and we could live somewhere with a brook and all and, later on, 
we could get married or something. | could chop our wood in the winter and 
all.”(102 

Sally realizes that Holden’s proposal is not a project or a solution to a 
certain situation but mere fantasy: 

“In the first place, we’re both practically children. And did you ever stop to 
think what you’d do if you didn’t get a job when your money ran out? We’d 
starve to death. The whole thing’s so fantastic.”(103 


Sally knows better than Holden than one cannot avoid social integration. To 
Holden going to college means remaining within the social structure he 
objects to. That’s why he wants to do something to break off with the social 
system, to run away before he has grown up: 

“...there wouldn’t be marvelous places to go after | went to college and 
all...it’d be entirely different.” (104 


Another form a fantasy is when Holden imagines his own death. Death 
fantasies are usually meant as punishment of the people one wants to take 
revenge on(105. Yet, Holden realizes that and decides he cannot make his 
mother and his father and especially his sister, Phoebe, suffer. Through his 
death fantasy he finds out that he misses Phoebe and decides going home 
to see her. (Thus, postponing death) 


A meaningful part in these fantastic creations is played by Holden’s 
daydreaming. He imagines himself being the only mature person who can 
prevent small children from the danger of growing up and from social 
integration: 

“What | have to do, | have to catch everybody if they start to go over the cliff 
— | mean if they’re running and they don’t look where there’re going | have 
to come out from somewhere and catch them.”(106 


The “crazy cliff? might symbolize the act of cognition as a boundary which 
separates the ignorance of childhood from the knowledge of maturity. 


102) “The Catcher in the Rye “ ch 17 

103) idem 

104) ibd 

105) Haber, Ralph Norman & Fried, H. Aharon - “An Introduction to 
Psychology” 

106) “The Catcher in the Rye” ch. 22 
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Although, Holden says that being the catcher in the rye is the only thing he 
really likes to do, he admits that this is impossible, or as he calls it, “crazy”. 
As his “plan” of eloping with Sally, his death fantasies, and even that of 
being the catcher in the rye fail, he will not give up looking for a solution: 
running away West. 


“What I'd do, | figured, I’d go down to the Holland Tunnel and bum a ride, 
and then I’d bum another one, and another one, and another one, and ina 
few days I’d be somewhere out West where it was very pretty and sunny 
and where nobody’d know me and I'd get a job. | figured | could get a job at 
a filling station somewhere putting gas and oil in people’s cars. | didn’t care 
what kind of a job it was, though. | thought what I’d do was, | pretend | was 
one of those deaf-mutes. That why | wouldn’t have to have any goddam 
stupid useless conversations with anybody. If anybody wanted to tell me 
something, they’d have to write it on a piece of paper and shove it to me. 
They’d get bored as hell doing that after a while, and then I’d be through 
with having conversations for the rest of my life. Everybody’d think | was just 
a poor deaf-mute bastard and they’d leave me alone. They’d let me put gas 
and oil in their stupid cars, and they’d pay me aa salary and all for it, and I’d 
build me a little cabin somewhere with the dough | made and live there for 
the rest of my life. I’d build it right near the woods, but not right in them, 
because I’d want it to be sunny as hell all the time. I’d cook all my own food, 
and later on if | wanted to get married or something, |’d meet this beautiful 
girl who was also a deaf-mute and we’d get married. She'll come and live in 
my cabin with me, she’d have to write it on a goddam piece of paper, like 
everybody else. If we had any children, we’d hide them somewhere. We 
could buy them a lot of books and teach them how to rad and write by 
ourselves.”(107 


Holden’s intention is to run away not only from home, om school but even 
from society. One thing he cannot grasp or simply refuses to, that sooner or 
later he is to grow up, that sooner or later he is to integrate socially, that a 
human being is basically a social being. 


107)”The Catcher in the Rye”- ch.25 
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In “Primera memoria” the response to the situation of anxiety is the girl’s 
isolation: 

“Contra todos ellos, y sus duras 0 indiferentes palabras, contra el mismo 
Borja y Guiem, y Juan Antonio, contra la ausencia de mis padres, tenia yo 
mi isla: aquel rinc6n de mi armario donde vivia, bajo los pafnuelos, los 
calcetines y el Atlas, mi pequeno muneco negro.”(108 


Therefore, the symbol of the island is that of aa world of illusion and dream. 
The function of this imaginary island is to establish a relationship. Matia has 
to share her affection with somebody as pure and innocent as she is. Thus, 
her toys and tales represent the object of her love and trust, the simple 
creed of childhood. Matia’s isolation in fantasy, is in fact, a mechanism of 
defense against knowledge. 


“Estaba asustada, temerosa de oir aquellas cosas. jEra algo tan nuevo 
para mi!” (109 


Matia’s fear of losing her ignorance is symbolically expressed in the image 
of the slope. The first of the four parts of the novel is meaningfully entitled, 
the slope, el declive. The slope that lies behind the house of doha 
Praxedes, on which Matia and Borja use to escape from home, the same 
slope suggests to the girl their inevitable loss of innocence. 


“..nos deslizabamos hacia abajo, por la pendiente del declive. Sdlo en 
aquel momento me di cuenta de que insensiblemente, resbalabamos hacia 
abajo. Habia algo como una amenaza a nuestras espaldas.”(110 


Certain analogy can be established between the symbol of the slope in 
“Primera memoria” and that of the cliff in “The Catcher in the Rye”. In both 
cases one can infer the menace of maturation. 

In “Primera memoria’ the slope is linked to another symbol: the well. The 
well which Matia calls the well of life” suggests the awareness, lucidity 
which maturity brings along: 


“Al final del declive estaba el pozo, junto a la escalera de piedra..Y habia un 
eco muy profundo cuando caia algo al fondo..Y yo solia agachar la cabeza 
sobre la oscuridad del pozo, hacia el agua. Era como oler el oscuro corazon 
de la tierra.”(111 
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All the secret love affairs which Borja or Manuel reveal to her, the horrors of 
the past and the present hostilities of the civil war make Matia feel sadness 
and bitterness versus life: 


“(é Y por qué, por qué me reia yo y estaba tan triste...? ¢Por qué aquella 
amargura que notaba hasta en la lengua?) “(112 


Matia’s bitterness versus knowledge is symbolically suggested by the bitter 
seeds of the almonds. On the island Matia is surrounded from everywhere 
by almond trees and olive trees. The bitterness of almond seeds is 
suggestive of the villagers’ hatred, evilness, and soul hollowness. The same 
as the twisted trunks and branches of olive trees suggest the distortion of 
everything on the island. 

Anytime she learns something new about life and people, Matia alludes not 
only to almond trees and olive trees but also to pigeons, a pigeon flying 
above the slope, a pigeon resting on an almond tree, white, gray or black 
pigeons. It is the pigeon as a symbol of innocence, of Matia’s innocence 
exposed to knowledge, and bitterness, and the pollution of an alienated 
environment. 

Along with her process of knowing and her loss of innocence, Matia 
discovers a strange world, that of the adults which she calls: 


“(Oh, sucias y cursis, patéticas personas mayores.)”(113 


And Matia finds herself an alien in the alienated world of the island. It is 
from this world that she attempts to isolate in her fantasy, on the imaginary 
island of toys and tales: 


“Qué extranjera raza la de los adultos, la de los hombres y las mujeres. 
Qué extranjeros y absurdos, nosotros. Qué fuera del mundo y hasta del 
tiempo. Ya no éramos nifnos. De pronto ya no sabiamos lo que 
éramos.”(114 


The fact that Matia states that she is beyond time and the world is not a real 
fact but mere wish because she is aware of her not being a child anymore, 
of her unavoidable maturation. And the threat of the alienated world around 
her as well as the awareness of her growing up makes her anxious to find 
an escape: 


112)”’Primera memoria” - La escuela del sol, 1 
113)’Primera memoria”- Las hogueras,2 
114)”Primera memoria’”- La escuela del sol,2 
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“A veces me despertaba de noche, y me sentaba bruscamente en la cama. 
Sentia entonces una sensacion olvidada de cuando era muy pequena y me 
angustiaba el atardecer, y pensaba: ‘El dia y la noche, el dia y la noche 
siempre. No habra nunca nada mas?’ Acaso me volvia el mismo confuso 
deseo de que alguna vez, al despertarme, no hallara solamente el dia y la 
noche, sino algo nuevo, deslumbrante y doloroso. Algo como un agujero 
por donde escapar de la vida.”(115 


The fact that Matia wants to find out a hole through which she could escape 
from life, and that Holden plans to run away West may be relevant for their 
confusion of the categories of time and space. They attempt to run away in 
space from the lapse of time. 

Thus, the existential crisis which both Holden and Matia experience is 
manifest for what | have called the second phase of their rebellion. It is time 
and it is also the adult world which Holden and Matia protest against. Their 
rebellion against their own transformation might be considered the 
symbolical meaning of the two novels. To this transformation they oppose 
their paradise — a timeless Eden of infancy. 

The two adolescents’ isolation in their private worlds of fantasy is to be 
explained not only by their sensitivity and by the impact of an alienated 
society but by the very ambiguity of teenage. 

The major conflict of the transition stage — between possibility and reality — 
has known in Holden and Matia two phases of manifestation. During the first 
phase the conflict has been externalized: rebellion against authority, within 
the second phase the same conflict is internalized and leads to a situation 
of anxiety: rebellion against transformation. The relation between possibility 
and reality expresses, in fact, the relation childhood- maturity. To Holden 
and Matia, as to any teenager, childhood and even adolescence, is 
pregnant with potentialities, possibility dominates reality. The adolescent 
sees in front of him all the possibilities. ’All the possibilities” means, at the 
same time, no possibility. Because to exist one has to choose a possibility 
and to struggle to make it real. As Holden and Matia deny themselves in the 
infinity of possibilities that means they deny their very existence. This is 
what has led them to an existential denial which is the core of their situation 
of anxiety. 

If the denial represents the first step in their psychological maturation, the 
second step will be that of the choice. They have to choose between the 
two worlds, one of possibility- childhood, the other of reality — maturity. But 
this choice implies limit. They have to submit to a temporal limitation. 


115)”Primera memoria” — La escuela del sol,2 
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The fact that Holden and Matia will finally give up their private worlds of 
fantasy demonstrates, once again, that they are not clinical cases of 
alienation. 

In “The Catcher in the Rye” Holden will finally abandon the idea of running 
away West. The fact that Holden gives up, one by one, all his intentions, 
fantasies, and plans which he had in the beginning or during his 
experiences is not to be explained by renunciation but by intellectual victory. 
The process of knowing which he underwent made him more 
comprehensive, his peace with the world, at the end of the novel, stands for 
his mental maturation. Thus, | disagree with the categorical remark of John 
W. Aldridge who stated that Holden: 


“..remains at the end what he was at the beginning — cynical, defiant, and 
blind.”(116 


It is not only Holden’s capacity for understanding reality, and finally 
accepting it, which demonstrates that he doesn’t remain blind, but it is also 
his capacity of deep perception which marks him from the very beginning, 
and opposes him to his fellows, Stradlater and Ackley who really are 
spiritually blind. 

In “Primera memoria” Matia regretfully confesses: 


“...sacaba de bajo los panuelos y los calcetines a mi pequeno Negro, 
miraba su carita y me preguntaba por qué ya no le podia amar.”(117 


Since her island is no longer a creed Matia becomes aware of the necessity 
of an ideal, of something to believe in: 


“...y yo aun tenia que empezar a creer en algo.”(118 


If during the existential crisis Matia obstinately denied reality, and the world 
of the adults, by the end of the book and of her experiences she comes to 
deny the world of fantasy, the tales which she so strongly believed in: 


“Y de pronto estaba alli el amanecer, como una realidad terrible, 
abominable. Y yo con los ojos abiertos, como un castigo. 


116) Warren French “J.D. Salinger” 
117)’Primera memoria’”- las hogueras,3 
118)”Primera memoria’”-La escuela del sol, 2 
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No existia la Isla de Nunca Jamas y la Joven Sirena no consiguié un alma 
inmortal, porque los hombres y las mujeres no aman, y se quedo con un 
par de inutiles piernas, y se convirtid en espuma. Eran horribles los 
cuentos. Ademas habia perdido a Gorog6 - bg,...Acaso nunca podria cerrar 
los ojos? “Estas cosas, dicen, son la conciencia.”(119 


The fact that, by the end of the book, Matia cannot find her doll is significant 
for her not being a child anymore, for the psychological transformation she 
has undergone. 

Once again it could be established the analogy of a structural component — 
the symbolical meaning, between the two novels. 

Rebellion against transformation is thus the two heroes’ response to an 
alienated environment. The assertion is fully justified since alienation is 
cause and effect of their rebellion. Hence, if social alienation makes Holden 
and Matia rebel, the result will be alienation again, this time at the individual 
level: the existential crisis. This chapter has emphasized the fact that 
Holden and Matia succeed to overcome their alienation through fantasy and 
makes the choice for reality. 


119)’Primera memoria”- El gallo blanco,3 
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CONCLUSION 


Insofar as the paper was meant to emphasize the analogy between “The 
Catcher in the Rye” and “Primera memoria” at the level of three major 
components of the novelistic structure — theme, main character, and 
symbolical meaning — it could be established almost perfect similarity 
between the two novels. 

However, one problem requires clearing up, this is the problem of 
alienation. As | have already asserted alienation acts upon Holden and 
Matia as an external factor. On the one hand, there is the alienated society, 
on the other, there is the individual exposed to alienation. Only this process 
which appears both in “Primera memoria” and in “The Catcher in the Rye” 
has opposite directions. 

In “Primera memoria” the process of contamination develops gradually. In 
the first contact with her relatives and the villagers, Matia cannot understand 
anything or simply refuses to: 


“No entiendo nada de lo que ocurre en la vida ni en el mundo, ni alrededor 
de mi:...Que el mundo sea atroz, no lo sé: pero al menos, resulta 
incomprensible’.”(120 


As she comes to know the life of the island, that is along with her process of 
knowing, Matia is dominated by the alienated social system: 


“No tenia ningun deseo de vivir. La vida me parecio larga y vana. Sentia tal 
desamor, tal despego a todo, que me resultaban ajenos hasta el aire, la luz 
del sol y las flores.”(121 


If in the beginning she was outside the system and couldn’t understand 
what was going on inside, at the end of the novel alienation contaminated 
her: 

“En aquel momento me hirié el saberlo todo.”(122 

Matia finds herself within the system, she is part of it. 

120)”Primera memoria” — La escuela del sol,4 
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“(El saber la oscura vida de las personas mayores, a las que sin duda 
alguna, pertenecia ya.”(123 


If in “Primera memoria” the process of alienation started in the beginning 
will be completed by the end of the book, in “The Catcher in the Rye” the 
order is reversed. Thus, one can read Salinger’s novel as the gradual 
process of disalienation of Holden Caulfield. 


The opening chapter presents Holden trying desperately to avoid an 
alienated social system. Along with his depression versus human 
behavior and New York life, Holden is successively touched by the 
pleasant informal conversation with the two nuns, by the innocence of 
the little boy who is singing if a body meet a body..” by the two little 
brothers in the Museum of Natural History, and especially by his 
affectionate little sister Phoebe. Holden cannot trust Mr. Antolini 
because he is a mature person and Holden suspects adults of 
perversion. 

Holden is happy in the end because through his sister, still a child, he 
regains hope and confidence in the truth he was in quest of, the simple, 
pure, uncontaminated human nature. Thus, his claim for a sane, lively, 
unspoiled human nature is not only normal the same as his quest is not 
futile. 

Despite the almost homology of structures between the two novels there 
is dissimilarity of solutions. 

Holden and Matia inevitably remain within the alienated systems of their 
society, but while Holden gets cured through love for his sister, Matia 
has not yet found her way out of alienation. 


Bucharest, 1979 


M.A. thesis 


123)”Primera memoria “ — El gallo blanco,3 
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